Mysteries abound regarding Hildegard's "unknown language" and "un known alphabet." one is that scholars have only begun to pay attention to this aspect of Hildegard's personality comparatively recently; another is that many have doubted its authenticity, at least in part. a greater mystery still is that too many people have overlooked what was said about this matter by Hildegard herself. in a letter written in 1153 to Pope anastasius, Hildegard specifically says that she has miraculously received an alphabet unknown to others, a language unknown to others, and much harmonious music.1 about five years later, in the preface to her Liber vite meritorum, one reads that among her previous publications, Hildegard had written many letters, created works on nature, composed the Symphonia, and made known an unknown language and alphabet.2 about a decade after the composition of the Liber, Hildegard's secretary Volmar sent a letter to her, possibly occasioned by a serious illness affecting the magistra. in expressing his anguish at the thought of Hildegard's eventual death, he wrote: "where, then, will there be the voice of the unheard music, and the voice of the unheard language?"3 Here, Volmar expresses aspects of Hildegard's persona that found resonance soon after her death, both in hagiographical literature and in the initial attempts to canonize her. in the vita composed c.1181, shortly after Hildegard's death, a passage that is likely inspired by Volmar's sentiments notes that Hildegard wrote a hitherto unseen alphabet and a hitherto unheard language.4 and in providing a list of Hildegard's writings, the canonization process of 1233 includes among them "her unknown language with its own writing."5 Much attention has been given to Hildegard's lingua and littera by linguists. wilhelm grimm is the first scholar of the modern period to have examined Hildegard's writings in this regard; in his 1848 study, he was primarily interested in the german equivalents for the language's vocabulary (and openly shocked that a nun would know and use words dealing with male genitalia).6 Practitioners and scholars of esperanto and "ideal languages" have also shown interest in Hildegard's language, as witnessed by the several studies conserved at Vienna's esperanto Museum;7 among these works is a study of Hildegard written in esperanto.8 But over time not just philologists but also philosophers, cultural historians, and medievalists have studied Hildegard's personal language, culminating in works published in the past decade by Michael embach and sarah l. Higley. 9 of the tiny number of witnesses to the manuscript tradition of Hildegard's language, the most important must be the manuscript wiesbaden, Hessische landesbibliothek 2. with regard to textual matters, this is the most celebrated of all the Hildegardian codices. it is best known by its nickname, the riesenkodex, and it serves as the fundamental collection of Hildegard's non-scientific works (and was likely organized by Hildegard herself ). 10 it is important to note that, as presented in the riesenkodex, Hildegard's language is not one that we would ordinarily recognize as such. it is completely lacking in anything that is not a noun. there are no verbs and
